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The profession of a designer is rapidly changing. In the 
eighties and nineties technological developments make 
a lot of thinks possible. Designers start adding 
additional functions and creating more complex 
products. Actually, most of them designed products for 
themselves, high educated persons with a lot of 
knowledge about technique. This resulted  in many very 
nice products with a lot of functions, but they are  
nearby unusable for the real user. The fist reaction of 
companies was providing large manuals, but soon they 
discover that users are not prepared to read this 
manuals.  
In the early nineties, Scandinavian and American 
researchers started involving users in the design 
process. In this paper you can find a short report about 
the current state of the user centered design (UCD). I’ll 
discuss the developments, the advantages and the 
disadvantages of the UCD and give some examples 
how to apply this method in practice. At the and I also 
report my vision about designing together with users. 
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3.1: Can users be part of the design team 
INTRODUCTION 
Nowadays, nearby everybody is familiar with the 
situation that you had bought a product which is not 
understandable without a manual. Almost all the 
consumers have bad experiences missing a television 
program which is not recorded correctly by a 
programmed VCR or DVD recorder.  
This are only some examples of problems which are an 
effect of the nearby infinitive technological 
possibilities. The difficulty for developers is moved 
from ‘how to solve this functional problem? 
(programming a VCR)’ into the nowadays problems 
like ‘which functions should we add to the product?’      
( Mobile phone with flash light).    
DEVELOPMENT OF THE HCU 
Last decades the UCD has made big developments. 
Because of the increasing technological developments, 
the designer is confronted with the problem that nearby 
everything is possible, but how to keep products 
understandable for the user? Scandinavian and 
American researcher were the first people who were 
convinced that involving the user in the product 
development process, make it possible to adapt the 
product to the actual user and the environment which is 
influenced by the product. This was the starting point of 
User centered design (UCD) or also known as 
participatory design (PD) [1] 
The research laboratory of Donald Norman (at the 
University of California San Diego) originated the term 
User Centered design in 1980.  This became widely 
used after the publication of the book: User-entered 
System Design; New perspectives on Human Computer 
interaction. In the book The psychology of everyday 
things (POET).[1] Norman build further on this 
concept. In this book he recognizes the needs and 
interests of users and he focus on usability aspects of 
the design . 
Donald Norman also offered four basic suggestions 
how a design should be: 
• Make is easy to determine what actions are 
possible at any time 
• Make things visible, including the conceptual 
model of the system, the alternative actions an 
the results of these actions 
Image 1. Winner of ‘de gouden Loekie 2005’
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• Make it easy to evaluate the current state of the 
system 
• Follow natural mappings between intentions 
and the required actions 
When a designer follows these recommendations, the 
user is placed in the center of the process.  According to 
Norman, a user should only need a short pamphlet, 
which is quickly readable. In 1988 Norman also 
suggested seven principles which are essential for 
facilitating the designers tasks[1]. 
The method of Norman make a lot of people curious 
about the effects of involving users in the design 
process. They want to explore the needs and desires of 
the user. The need to involve actual users, often in the 
environment where they use the product, was a natural 
reaction. This resulted in products which were safer and 
more adapted to the user. 
But at that time most of the designers only use the 
experience of the users in the first and last stage of the 
designing process[2]. Users were involved to do need 
and task analysis. They were also involved in the last 
activity of the designing process; the evaluation, 
gaining on additional information about the user needs 
and expectations.  
CURRENT STATE OF THE METHOD 
Nowadays, researchers are convinced that users should 
be involved during the whole designing process. In the 
new design space we can see a participatory approach 
to the development of an truly human centered design. 
Participatory design makes everyday people, such as 
users, an integral part of the design process.  They want 
more and deeper information about the needs and 
dreams of the users[3]. 
But this way of working requires a radical change of the 
activities of a designer. It demands from the designer 
that he respects ordinary people in the design process. 
They should be convinced that ordinary people are 
creative and that they can express there feelings and 
dreams. In participatory design the designer should 
facilitate this process and give the user tools to explore 
their own feelings and make it possible to express these 
feelings. The designer should learn how to use these 
tools and how to understand and access the dreams of 
ordinary people. 
But who are the users? According to Eason[1], there are 
three different types of users which can be identified;  
• Primary users, the users who actually use the 
artifact 
• Secondary users, the users which only 
occasionally use the artifact or those who use it 
trough a intermediary 
• Tertiary users, the people who will be affected 
by the use of the artifact. 
This wide range of stakeholders of the artifact should be 
taken into account  to create a successful product. Not 
all this different stakeholders needs to be represented on 
a designing team, but the effect of the artifact on them 
must be considered according to Preece[1]. 
To stay in business, many companies realize that they 
need to find tools to get into the hearts and minds of the 
users. The actual users get a lot of influence in the 
development of products and services that they buy and 
use. New communication technologies make it possible 
for ordinary people to create a network which become a 
collective force. They have the ability to say what they 
think and to demand what they want. 
Involving ordinary people in the designing process 
requires a more social and psychological way of 
working. Experts from biological and social sciences 
have infiltrated to serve this process. The process starts 
with the needs and dreams of real people, not with 
technology [3]. But what are the effect of this new way 
of designing? 
Advantages 
The major advantage of the UCD is that you get a 
deeper understanding of the psychological, social, 
organizational and ergonomic factors that affect the use 
of products. This emerge from the involvement of users 
at every stage of the design and evaluation process of a 
product. This way of working ensures designers to 
create product which are more effective, efficient and 
safe. [1]  
Another advantage of designing together with users is 
the fact that user get the feeling their ideas and 
suggestions have been taken into account. This lead to a 
sense of ownership. It can help designers to manage 
user’s expectations.[1] 
The result of the whole UCD process is that the final 
products often results in higher customer satisfaction 
and smoother integration of the product into the context 
Disadvantages 
Near the advantages, this method also has some 
disadvantages. The main disadvantage is that it can be 
quite costly.  This because it take a lot of time to work 
together with users, especially when you want to 
investigate the context.  
Another disadvantage is the need of other expertise in 
the project. UCD teams usually exists of disciplines like 
psychologists, sociologists and anthropologists, whose 
job it is to understand the needs of the user and can 
communicate with them. When a company want to use 
the UCD method, they need these experts.[1] 
A third, but very important problem is that the members 
of the design team also have to learn to communicate 
effectively with the users and to respect each other’s 
contributions and expertise. Designers should 
understand the value of the user involvement. It take a 
lot time to manage these problems. It’s the question if 
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the management is prepared to take these disadvantages 
into account, even when they know that delivery dates 
can be threatened.  
HOW TO APPLY? 
Users are involved in the design process to adapt new 
products on their needs, dreams and feelings and to the 
context. Knowledge about what people know feel and 
dream can be obtained with generative tools. The base 
of the generative tools is first to let users make things 
and then tell a story about what they’ve made. By 
making these things and explaining them, the users are 
able to access and express their experiences.  (van der 
Lugt, 2005). This process make them aware of their 
own feeling about their experiences. [4] 
Elizabeth B-N. Sanders, president of SonicRim[3] has 
investigated this toolkits for participatory design for 
many years. According to her, these tools are a design 
language for ordinary people, not for designers. 
According to her, the basic principles behind the 
generative tools are: 
• All people are naturally creative 
• People will fill in what is unseen and they will 
fill in what is unsaid based on their own 
experience and imagination 
• People project their needs onto ambiguous 
stimuli because they are driven to make 
meaning 
There are a lot of different toolkits available, like 
collaging assignments, cognitive mapping techniques or 
Velcro modeling kits. 
There is actually no a standard for analyzing the 
information which is generated during the generative 
sessions.  The data is not meant to support or reject 
hypotheses, but to find blind sports in the context of 
product use.[4] The context and conceptualization 
reader of the technical university of delft offers an 
evaluation strategy based on grounded theory (Corbin 
and Strauss, 1990). This analysis can be spread into tree 
phases; 
• Fixate on the data 
• Search and be surprised 
• Find patterns and create an overview 
The results of the generative sessions should be 
communicated with the whole design team. This can be 
done by workshops, scenarios, storyboards ed. Function 
of these presentations are to inform and inspire  all 
members of the design team. They should be evoke 
empathy. The last function is encouraging 
communication between team members [4].  
CONCLUSION; MY VISION ON UCD  
It is clear that the last twenty year the tasks of a 
designer are radically changed. Nowadays designers 
should be more like a facilitator of creativity of the 
actual users. The designer should provide the users  
tools to explore their own feelings and make it possible 
to express them. Future designs should be based on the 
dreams and need of the users and the context. 
In my opinion UCD is essential for companies to 
survive. Users nowadays require that product are 
adapted to them. They don’t buy VCR’s which are not 
user-friendly anymore. When companies want to stay in 
business, they are forced to involve users in the 
designing process. 
I think, there are a lot of more or less useful tools to 
apply UCD design. The context and conceptualization 
course reader of the Technical university  Delft provide 
some very nice examples of tool to make users aware of 
their own feelings and dreams. 
At this moment I’m only afraid that the management of 
designing teams don’t provide sources to carry out the 
UCD method on a successful way. They should be 
convinced that the extra time and costs which should be 
invested in the project are very valuable. When they 
understand that product are more efficient, effective  
and safe and the products requires less redesign, I think 
they are convinced and prepared to provide the needed 
sources like money and time to implement UCD. 
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